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WOULD  YOU  BELIEVE  A  STABLE? 

"God  has  chosen  what  the  world  calls  foolish  to  shame 
the  wise;  He  has  chosen  what  the  world  calls  weak  to 
shame  the  strongo"  (I  Cor,  1°28    Phillips) 


One  of  these  days  someone !s  going  to  move  that 
Ralph  Nader  be  elevated  to  the  rank  of  saint*    What  a  one 
man  gang  hefs  been  on  behalf  of  the  consumer?  Among 
other  achievements ,  Mr,  Nader  has  been  instrumental  in 
getting  Truth  in  Packaging  laws  on  the  books  in  many  states  B 
In  size  and  printed  information;,  the  box  and  what^s  inside 
must  correspond. 

Truth  in  Packaging  -  Is  there  a  sense  in  which  the 
circumstances  of  Jesus1  birth  misrepresented  the  impor- 
tance of  what  was  going  on?    Misrepresented  not  by  over- 
statement but  by  under -statement?    A  Messiahs  a  Saviour 9 
a  King  —  born  to  the  commonest  of  parents;  welcomed  by 
shepherds  but  unrecognized  by  professional  divines;  and 
laid  to  rest  not  in  the  temple.,  not  in  a  palace ,  not  in  a 
clean  well-ordered  home5  but  laid  to  rest  inf    would  you  be- 
lieve, a  stable? 

By  faith  we  hold  that  the  birth  of  Jesus  was  a  well- 
planned  happenings    That  no  detail  was  left  to  chance*    That 
ail  the  props  involved  were  as  God  wanted  them„    Yess  even 
down  to  the  stabiec    Let  us  then  reflect  on  the  appropriate- 
ness of  that  stablec 

At  the  very  least  that  stable  suggests  that  life!s 
creative  forces  often  flow  outside  established  channels . 
The  inn  that  night  housed  the  conventional.,    But  Jesus  was 
born  in  a  cave  --  in  a  stable,,  as  an  outsider* 

I  was  glad  to  learn  this  past  week  that  in  the  busi- 
ness world  all  the  progress  is  not  generated  by  giant  cor- 


porations  and  conglomerates .    Theodore  Levitt  in  a  recent 
speech  noted: 

1.  "Hilton  or  Statier  did  not  create  the  motel  revolu- 
tion.   It  was  small}  undercaptilized  local  entre- 
prenuers  who  had  no  previous  experience  in  the 
lodging  business, 

2.  Neither  Ward  Baking  nor  National  Biscuit  created 
the  frozen  cake  revolution.    It  was  Sara  Lee}  a 
local  baker  in  Chicago* 

3c      Similarly,  it  was  not  Ward  or  Bond  that  created 
the  quality  revolution  in  packaged  white  bread. 
That  was  done  by  two  companies  absolutely  new  to 
the  baking  businessc    Pepperidge  Farm  and  Arnold 
Bakers, 

4.  It  was  not  RCA  or  General  Electric  that  created 
the  mass  market  for  transistors.    It  was  a  remote 
and  tiny  company  in  the  geophysical  business >  now 
called  Texas  Instruments. 

5.  Armstrong  Cork  and  Congoleum-Nairn  did  not  bring 
on  the  vinyl  tile  revolution  in  floor  covering  and 
floor  care.    It  was  a  little-known  firm,  Delaware 
Floor  Products. 

6.  Metro -Goldwyn -Mayer  and  Paramount  did  not  cre- 
ate the  feature  TV  series,  which  made  television 
an  entertainment  success.    It  was  entirely  new 
companies  like  Four  Star,  Revue,  and  Desilu. 

7.  General  Foods  and  Campbell  Soup  did  not  create 
the  new  wave  in  the  convenience  foods  revolution. 
It  was  completely  new  companies  like  Swanson. 

8.  Neither  General  Motors  nor  Standard  Oil  of  New 
Jersey  developed  the  first  mass -production-ef- 
ficiency, 24-hour  automotive  repair  and  mainten- 
ance center.    It  was  the  small  Canadian  Tire  Co. 
of  Toronto. 
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9.     Federated  Departments  Stores  and  Allied  Stores 
did  not  develop  the  mass -merchandising,  one -floor 
suburban  shopping  revolution.    It  was  people  never 
before  in  the  retailing  business,  like  Two  Guys 
from  Harrison. 

10.      Nor  finally,  in  the  193 0!s  was  it  the  A&P  or  Jewel 
or  Kroger  chain  that  created  the  supermarket.  It 
was  undercapitalized  merchandising  upstarts  like 

King  Kulien  on  Long  Island  and  Big  Bear  in  Ohio."  1 


In  the  business  world  seme  creative  forces  flow  out- 
side established  channels.    What  shall  we  say  of  the  church? 
Enamored  of  the  truth  she  holds,  the  church  is  frequently 
drunk  with  a  sense  of  pride  as  though  all  truth  must  be  re- 
ceived through  her  and  interpreted  by  her.    Often  in  the 
gospels  the  line  of  the  future  is  outside  the  establishment. 
Jesus  went  to  the  town  of  Jericho  where  there  was  an  ac- 
credited school  for  prophets.    But  he  did  not  visit  the  school* 
Instead,  he  made  his  way  to  the  house  of  Zacchaeus  a  tax 
collector.    On  that  first  Palm  Sunday  when  the  faithful  were 
dutifully  gathered  in  the  temple,  the  real  wave  of  the  future 
lay  in  what  was  going  on  outside,  in  the  hosannas  people 
shouted  because  of  one  who  was  entering  the  city  astride  a 
lowly  beast. 

When  the  church  gets  soft  on  justice  God  is  likely  to 
speak  his  word  through  an  aroused  militant  left.    When  we 
are  obsessed  by  status  symbols  and  Wall  Street  definitions 
of  success  God  is  likely  to  speak  from  without  through 
flower  children  who  warm  to  human  values  and  spurn  our 
dress  and  titles.    When  we  become  stifled  and  imbred  in 
our  worship  he  is  likely  to  speak  through  soul  music  from 
the  outside  and  through  the  gut  rhythms  of  rock  and  roil. 
God  is  not  limited  to  sources  that  are  dear  to  us.    Let  us  be 
careful  not  to  over-estimate  the  inn  or  under -estimate  what% 
happening  in  the  stable. 
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But  more  important ,  that  stable  reminds  us  that  God 
meets  men  in  the  earthiness  of  lifec    This  is,  after  alljthe 
meaning  of  the  incarnation  —  the  presence  of  God  in  the 
midst  of  metio    There's  just  no  way  that  we  can  pretty -up 
that  stable;  however  many  creches  we  place  on  our  mantels 
or  on  the  tops  of  our  grand  pianos;  however    many  prints  of 
a  clean  stable  we  find  on  our  Christmas  cards „    In  actual 
fact,  that  stable  was  a  primitive  and  pungent  place  alive 
with  the  sounds  and  smells  of  life.    Any  one  intent  on  going 
there  would  be  well-advised  to  take  along  a  can  of  lysol 
spray  and  wear  his  high-top  shoes,    Itfs  that  kind  of  place! 

Why  do  we  keep  denying  the  earthy  side  of  our  nature, 
the  wild }  boisterous,   elemental  and  unsubdued  side?    Be- 
lieve it  or  not  there  is  a  direction  sign  in  the  Hayden  Plan- 
etarium that  says,  "To  the  Solar  System  and  Rest  Rooms/' 
Even  in  our  loftiest  persuits  we  are  not  delivered  from  iifecs 
most  basic  needs „    Two  spinsters  came  into  a  mid-western 
church.    As  the  prelude  played  they  glanced  over  the  bulle- 
tin where  announcement  was  made  that  the  minister  and  his 
wife  had  just  adopted  a  child,-    One  turned  to  the  other  and 
said,  "That's  the  right  way  for  a  minister  to  have  a  child." 

Any  treasure  we  humans  hold  is  held  in  earthen  ves- 
sels,  whether  it  be  a  treasure  of  art  or  culture  or  religious 
insight.    I'm  concerned  to  ask  why  it  is  that  we  give  people 
on  the  outside  the  impression  that  this  part  of  our  nature  is 
foreign  and  strange  and  unmentionable  to  us? 

Or  worse5  why  do  we  deny  that  Christ  is  there  on 
that  seamy  side?    Apparently  we  have  an  aversion  to  the 
rough  rd  a  preference  for  the  smooth:,    We  sing  about 
"The  Old  Rugged  Cross, "  but  the  crosses  we  know  and  love 
have  their  surfaces  beautifully  planed  and  polished*    We 
baptize  not  in  the  muddy  waters  of  the  river  but  in  the  pure 
and  placid  waters  of  a  well-built  tank  or  from  a  perfectly 
formed  and  rounded  marble  fontc    When  we  have  commu- 
nion we  do  not  celebrate  with  chunks  of  bread  snatched  from 
a  loaf  and  real  wine,   rather  we  use  Welch's  grape  juice  and 
bread  that  is  neatly  cut  in  cubes.     The  unlettered  crudity  of 
the  men  that  Jesus  gathered  to  himself,  men  like  James  and 
John  and  Peter  offends  us„    We  really  cannot  take  them  un- 
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til  we  have  embedded  them  in  stained  glass  and  made  them 
into  saints c    We  are  guilty  of  having  overly-identified 
Jesus  with  the  "upper"  or  "proper"  side  of  iife0    Maybe 
this  is  what  some  of  the  rebellious  voices  on  the  outside 
are  trying  to  tell  us  „ 

Arthur  McGiil  puts  it  this  way:    "Whenever  the 
Christian  community  tries  to  identify  itself  only  with  exal- 
tation, it  becomes  doubly  false,,    In  the  first  place.,  it  gives 
the  false  impression  that  Christ  means  simply  the  direct s 
uncomplicated,  and  immediate  removal  of  suffering,.    As 
if  in  Christ  men  should  feel  secure  and  happy  about  them- 
selves and  each  other c    As  if  it  were  their  Christian  duty 
to  turn  their  backs  on  every  doubt  and  disillusion  as  soon 
as  it  appeared  in  their  hearts,  before  it  had  time  to  dismay 
the  deeper  level  of  their  assurancec 

"In  the  second  place;,"  he  goes  on,  "a  strictly  exal- 
ted community  must  try  to  divorce  whole  areas  of  its  con- 
crete experience  from  its  Christian  existence.    It  must 
somehow  ignore  those  situations  in  which  things  seem  mean- 
ingless and  empty;   or  in  which  the  self  becomes  sickened 
by  a  sense  of  human  degradation ■    In  oilier  words,  it  must 
avoid  precisely  those  mortifying  moments  that  may  be  a 
crucial  part  of  Godss  restoring  warn  "  2 

It  may  be  that  our  inability  to  recognize  Christss 
presence  in  the  under-side  of  life  is  what  makes  the  church 
so  inept  in  the  city<    That  stable  stands  as  testimony  to  the 
earthiness  of  our  Lordt    Emerson  had  it  right;: 

"Tis  not  in  the  high  stars  alone , 
Nor  in  the  redbreasts  mellow  tone. 
But  in  the  mud  and  scum  of  things. 
There  always,  always  something  singsc" 

&r     ^¥     <¥■     *f-     ^r     <¥■     *r 

But  most  important  of  all,  that  stable  is  significant 
because ,  far  from  being  misleading  as  a  mode  of  revelation,; 
it  corresponds  to  Gcd5s  nature  which  is  suffering  love*    That 
stable  does  not  misrepresent  him.    It  is  not  a  gimmicko    It 
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is  not  an  attempt  to  contrive  a  rustic  effect  that  might  play 
upon  our  sentiments.    It  is  the  way  God  always  does.    The 
fact  that  He  used  the  stable  is  in  keeping  with  what  we  know 
God's  life  style  to  be.    This  is  why  St.  Paul  could  write: 
"God  has  chosen  what  the  world  calls  foolish  to  shame  the 
wise;  He  has  chosen  what  the  world  calls  weak  to  shame  the 
strong."    (I  Cor.  1-28) 

That  stable  does  not  over -whelm  us,  it  under -whelms 
us*    Force  is  not  an  attribute  of  God.    I  agree  with  Samuel 
Miller:    "The  logos  that  was  powerful  enough  to  make  the 
world,  became  flesh,  was  born  as  a  baby,  absolutely  help- 
less.   This  is  the  message  of  Christianity,  that  the  perma- 
nent structure  of  reality  is  not  coercive,  but  persuasive,  of 
the  nature  of  grace  and  not  of  law."  3      It  was  this  way  with 
Jesus  throughout  his  lifetime.    His  miracles  were  more 
than  wonders.    They  were  always  signs  that  pointed  to  the 
presence  of  His  kingdom.    He  refused  to  dazzle  people  into 
discipleship.    He  chose  not  to  leap  from  the  pinnacle  of  the 
temple  not  in  the  interest  of  his  safety  but  in  the  interest  of 
his  integrity. 

Dostoyevsky  could  look  upon  that  cross  and  say: 
"Thou  didst  not  come  down  from  the  Cross  when  they 
shouted  to  Thee,  mocking  and  reviling  Thee,  'Come  down 
from  the  cross  and  we  will  believe  that  Thou  art  He. '  Thou 
didst  not  come  down,  for  again  Thou  wouldst  not  enslave 
man  by  a  miracle,  and  didst  crave  faith  given  freely,  not 
based  on  miracle.    Thou  didst  crave  for  free  love  and  not 
the  base  raptures  of  the  slave  before  the  might  that  has 
overawed  him  for  ever."  4 

If  we  have  the  courage  to  come  a  little  closer  to  that 
manger  scene  we  will  discover  that  God's  love  is  essential- 
ly an  activity  of  self- expenditure  for  another's  need.    This 
manger  brings  us  face  to  face  with  the  fact  that  there  are 
two  kinds  of  power  operative  in  our  world  —  the  power  of 
self-expansiveness  that  uses  force  and  seeks  to  dominate, 
and  the  power  of  s  elf -expenditure  which  we  are  given  to  be- 
lieve is  God's  kind  of  power.    This  is  why  Paul  Tiilich  was 
moved  to  say:     "Only  he  who  can  see  power  under  weakness, 
the  whole  under  the  fragment,  victory  under  defeat,  glory 
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under  suffering,  innocence  under  guilt,  life  under  death  can 
say:    Mine  eyes  have  seen  thy  salvation." 

What  we  all  want  at  Christmas  is  to  be  able  to  say 
that  we  have  really  been  there,  that  our  souls  have  brushed 
up  against  eternal  truth.    How  can  we  know  that  we've  been 
there?    The  wise  men  after  they  were  there  "went  back  an- 
other way. "    I  humbly  suggest  that  the  only  way  to  tell 
whether  we've  been  there  is  how  we  go  back0    There  is  an 
issue  that  the  birth  of  Christ  raises .    It  asks  us  which  kind 
of  power  we  believe  reigns  ?    The  power  of  self-expansive- 
ness  with  violence  in.  its  hand5  or  the  power  of  self-expendi- 
ture symbolized  there  in  that  stable? 

A  young  rather  innocent  girl  from  a  small  country 
town  went  to  seek  wcrk  in  a  large  city.    She  was  given  one 
of  those  massive  forms  to  fill  out:    Name,  address,  family 
history,  etc.    When  she  came  to  the  question   "In  case  of 
emergency  whom  should  we  notify?"  she  called  the  person- 
nel man  over  and  said  "I  don't  understand,"    He  said, 
"Well,  you  know,  if  some  accident  befell  you  on  the  job,  or 
some  emergency  developed,  whom  would  we  call?"    She 
said,    "Why  the  nearest  human  being,  of  course" 

She  would  be  safe  in  that  answer  if  the  world  were 
committed  to  the  kind  of  power  that  seeks  to  expend  itself 
for  others.    But  even  this  truth,  you  see,  is  laid  gently  at 
the  doorstep  of  our  hearts.    For  God  will  not  coerce  us 
even  here.    This  is  why  George  Macdonald  could  say:  "Nor 
will  God  force  any  door  to  enter  in.    He  may  send  a  tempest 
about  the  house,  the  wind  of  His  admonishment  may  burst 
doors  and  windows,  yea,  shake  the  house  to  its  foundation; 
but  not  then,  not  so.  will  He  enter.    The  door  must  be  opened 
by  the  willing  hand  ere  the  foot  of  Love  will  cross  the  thresh- 
old.   He  watches  to  see  the  door  move  from  within.    Every 
tempest  is  but  an  assault  in  the  siege  of  love.    The  terror 
of  God  is  but  the  other  side  of  His  love;    it  is  love  outside, 
that  would  be  inside — love  that  knows  the  house  is  no  house, 
only  a  piaces  until  it  enter. "  5 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


Lord,  we  need  an  experience  of  Christmas 

that  brings  us  face  to  face  with  trutl 
Help  us  to  trust  the  kind  of  power 

that  prefers  service  to  domination , 

and  is  prepared  to  suffer 

for  that  which  it  would  win. 

May  we  live  not  after  the  wisdom 
of  the  inn  —  but  by  the  light 
that  rises  from  the  stable 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord. 

Amen, 
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